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Leominster was designated a Gateway City by the Commonwealth of Massachusetts along with
17 other cities across the state in 2009. A grant of $75,000 was awarded to each of these cities
for the purpose of examining specific ateas within each city to assess current conditions and
develop recommendations on actions the city and/or other agencies and property ownets can
take to address problems identified, with the goal of stabilizing the neighborhood.

A consulting team comptised of Concord Square Planning & Development, Inc., Development
Cycles, and the Twin Cities Community Development Cotporation was assembled to perform
this wotk. Concord Square was responsible for the research, analyses, and recommendations as
well as the preparation of the final report and public presentation materials, while Development
Cycles and the Twin Cities CDC were jointly responsible for the public outreach. The
Leominster Office of Planning & Development provided supportt, acted as a liaison with other
City Departments, and teviewed all materials throughout the project.

The City of Leominster chose to focus this study on the Comb & Carriage/French Hill
neighborhood. Once a flourishing industrial center and single family residential area, the
neighbothood has been in transition for decades. Several of the old factoties have been
renovated for other uses, such as residential or storage facilities. Othets are still in industrial use
and there are still some manufacturing uses in the neighborhood. Many of the neighborhood’s
larger homes have been converted into 2, 3, or 4 unit apartment buildings, and there are a
number of larger apartment buildings as well.

Developed ptiotr to the 1930’s, about two thitds of the Comb & Cartiage/French Hill
neighborhood was laid out in a grid pattern for residential development, and portions have
sidewalks. Originally street trees were planted along all streets, but over the yeats many of these
have died or been trimmed or cut down as a result of conflicts with overhead wires or sidewalk
damage. Many of the residents of the area were of French Canadian descent, and as has occurred
all over the country, the ethnic composition of the neighborhood has changed over the years.
The neighborhood is significantly mote diverse than the City as a whole, with roughly a quarter
of the households minotity, compared with 15% citywide.

Public participation was an important element of this project from the beginning — actually,
from several years prior to this planning effort. In 2006, the City’s Office of Planning &
Development conducted an outreach effort which included a neighbothood charette and
culminated in a report titled Comb & Carriage Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative. For the current
effott, over 60 residents, property owners, and City officials contributed to the project,
providing valuable input to the consultant team. The findings of the cutrent planning effort
coincide well with the 2006 results, and the goals identified at that time led to the goal of the
current work: to identify actions that can help stabilize and improve the neighborhood to create
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a safer and more walkable environment that will encourage improvements in private property,
including the re-use of old industrial buildings for residential and business use.

Section 1 of this tepott provides a brief introduction to the study area while Section 2 offers a
detailed description of the existing conditions in the study area. Section 3 presents the
recommendations developed by Concord Square through working with the City, the residents,
and Development Cycles. Section 4 provides a thorough review of the zoning, both current and
the proposed ovetlay distticts being consideted at the time of this study. Section 5 offets a
summary of the funding options available for infrastructure improvements, with more details
presented in Appendix A. Section 6 summatizes the public participation conducted fot this
study, and Appendices B, C, and D include supporting material from the outreach efforts.

After a careful study of the existing conditions in the Comb & Catriage/French Hill
neighborhood, Concord Square concluded that housing conditions are generally good
throughout the area, although as typical, they range from uninhabitable (a few condemned
propetties) to propetties in excellent condition. Concord Square also concluded, howevet, that
the overall appearance of much of the neighbothood is lacking due to the unsightly interface of
the public/private boundaty — the street edge and sidewalks. It was also found that the entty
from the neighborhood to downtown is unsightly and has poor pedestrian facilities, presenting a
negative impression of the area and the downtown. Finally, a significant natural area along the
edge of the neighbothood has latgely been ignored, and presents a wonderful opportunity for a
walking trail along Monoosnoc Brook.

The following is 2 summaty of the recommendations made in this report.

% To improve the neighborhood through housing rehabilitation and land use:

¢ Continue working with the Twin Cities CDC and other agencies, both state and local, to
improve housing conditions for the few properties in the neighborhood identified as in
poot ot very poot condition. This includes the MA Attorney General’s Office program
utilizing the state Sanitaty Code, as well as a partnership program with the Twin Cities
CDC — the Housing Ownership Opportunity Program.

¢ Consider facilitating the creation of a new Limited Liability Corporation to purchase
properties in poot condition, renovating them, and reselling them to individuals,
especially first time homebuyers.

¢ Continue to suppott the Twin Cities CDC’s purchase of and rehabilitation of the derelict
propetty at 142 Water Street for conversion to affordable housing.

¢ Work with the property owner of 34 Tremaine Street to provide guidance in their efforts
to renovate the old wooden mill building for office and/or industrial space.
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% Implement the Neighborhood Infrastructure Action Plan:

¢ Construct sidewalks on all streets where none currently exist — on both sides where
approptiate and on one side whete traffic volumes are very low and/or where significant
trees are present that would create insurmountable problems with sidewalk construction.

¢ Install, reinstall, or repair granite cutbing along all streets in the neighbothood, to
provide a clear dematcation of the street edge. Where appropriate, install grass or
landscaping in the strip between the curb and the sidewalk.

¢ Rebuild or repair existing sidewalks as appropriate — some are hazardous due to
excessive buckling from tree toots, while others are in good condition and need only
minot repairs to isolated areas.

¢ Repaint worn crosswalks and paint new ones at key intersections throughout the

neighborhood.

% Implement the Downtown Gateway Action Plan:

¢ Repair or rebuild sidewalks on Water Street from Monoosnoc Brook to Mechanic Street,
including clear delineation of sidewalks in locations where parking areas requite driving
over the sidewalk.

¢ Install new crosswalks with textured and painted surfaces at all intersections in this area.

¢ Reconfigure the intetsection of Water Street and Depot Square to narrow the street on
Depot Square and create a pocket park to include a section of the Twin Cities Trail.

¢ Create a pocket park on the old stone arch railroad bridge and the railroad tight-way
between Water Street and Mechanic Street (tefet to plans by Brown, Richardson and
Rowe, Inc. for the Gateway City Parks program).

¢ In partnership with private owners, provide better delineation of entrances to patking
lots and install small landscaped areas to improve the appearance and pedestrian safety
of Water Street from Depot Square to Mechanic Street.

% Implement the Monoosnoc Brook Greenway Action Plan:

¢ Construct new pathways down the slope from the neighborhood to the main trail along
the brook, at Third Street, Sixth Street, and at Bachand Field.

¢ Repair the conctete steps down the slope at Sixth Street, teplacing the upper section
which has fallen into setious disrepair.

¢ Resurface the main trail along the brook on the neighborhood side of the brook, and
repair sections in need on the mall side of the brook.

¢ Install two pedestrian bridges across the brook, one at the end of Williams Street and
one in the area of Spring Street where the existing paved access meets the trail.

¢ Install textured and painted crosswalks and appropriate signage on Commetrcial Road at
both trail entrances — at the existing entty by Home Depot and the currently informal
entty neat Bachand Field.
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% Consider implementation of the following amendments to the current zoning:

¢ Permit as of right renovation of structures in the Residence-B district to allow increase in
size ot convetsion to two family on parcels of at least 6,500 square feet provided
adequate off-street parking is provided.

¢ Dermit as of right renovation of structutes in the Residence-C district to allow inctease in
size ot convetsion to two or three family on patcels of at least 5,000 square feet provided
adequate off-street parking is provided.

¢ DPermit as of right renovation, tehabilitation, or redevelopment of any property with
residential use in the Business B district on parcels of at least 5,000 square feet.

¢ Clarify the zoning status of houses with two residential units that do not meet the
cutrent definition of “duplex house.”

% Consider modifying the proposed zoning amendments prior to adoption to:

¢ DPermit as of right the development or redevelopment of any parcel in the Downtown
Ovetlay District within the Comb & Cartiage/French Hill neighborhood (at minimum)
on patcels of at least 5,000 squate feet that have 50 feet of frontage and eight foot side
and rear setbacks.

¢ Consider expanding the Downtown Overlay District to include the atea between
Whitney Stteet and Laurel Street, which is currently zoned Commercial.

¢ Eliminate the contradictions in the Mechanic Street Ovetlay District regulations, Section
3B, regarding what regulations shall govern.

¢ Permit as of right the development or redevelopment of any patcel in the Mechanic
Street Overlay District within the Comb & Cartiage/French Hill neighborhood on
patcels of at least 5,000 square feet.

% Pursue funding for implementation of the infrastructure recommendations:

¢ Maintain the municipal position of Grants Administrator as a full time position, to
enhance the City’s ability to find, apply for, and secure funding from a vatiety of sources
to implement the vatious recommendations made for the neighborhood.

¢ Pursue funding from the Gateway Cities implementation grants.

¢ Adopt and maintain a city wide Capital Improvement Plan which is comptehensive in
terms of types of work needed and general in tetms of level of detail for individual
projects to be completed. The CIP should cover a period of at minimum five years, and
major work known to be needed within the next ten to twenty years should be identified
as well.

¢ Consider utilizing a general obligation bond for at least partial funding of the
infrastructure improvements recommended in this report, given the likelihood of a
positive impact on the City’s tax revenues based on increased property values
throughout the neighborhood with such improvements. The importance of completing
all or nearly all of the recommended work cannot be overstressed, as piecemeal
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improvements to the overall neighborhood will do little or nothing to improve values
and therefore tax revenues.

¢ Consider utilizing betterments to provide funding for improvements, if other alternatives
are not available and ncighborhood property owners are in support of this funding
mechanism.

¢ Seek regional prioritization of the infrastructure improvements in the study area, to
bolster the possibility of receiving state and federal funds.

¢ Continue patticipation in the Commonwealth Capital progtam, to enhance the City’s
position in obtaining grants from the state.

¢ Establish a gift account pursuant to MGL Ch 44 Sec 53A, to provide a mechanism for
private donations to the efforts the City and neighborhood plan to undertake within the
neighborhood.

L)

» Continue to work with neighborhood tesidents and otganizations to publicize this repott,
these tecommendations, and the potential positive impact implementation would have on
property values and the overall appearance of the neighborhood, since a well informed
public is an asset in seeking funding and implementing plans.

% Continue to work with other departments, agencies, and otganizations to coordinate efforts
on various projects that impact the Comb & Cattiage/French Hill neighborhood, such as
the Monoosnoc Brook Greenway Project.

-

Implementation of the recommendations in this report is expected to take
three to five years, and keeping this action plan in the public’s eye will be
necessary to continue the sustained efforts that will be needed to
accomplish the goal of improving and stabilizing the neighborhood. The
potential benefits from full implementation to the Comb & Carriage/
French Hill neighborhood and the City of improved appearance of both
streetscapes and private properties, pedestrian safety and mobility, and
the resulting increase in property values cannot be ignored, ‘

O - T A e e e e

a CITY OF LEOMINSTER vi



COMB & CARRIAGE/FRENCH HILL GATEWAY PLUS ACTION PLAN

Vi CITY OF LEOMINSTER |




GATEWAY PLUS ACTION PLAN

SECTION 1

1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 The Tatget Area

Leominster’s Comb & Cartiage/French Hill Neigh-
borhood is located between the downtown and Whit-
ney Field Mall, just off Route 2 and Route I-190 (see
Figure 1). Historically, the Comb & Carriage Neigh-
borhood was an industrial area where baby carriages
and ladies hair combs were made. In 1958 EW. Whit-
ney and FEA. Whitney started to manufacture children’s
carriages. The shop eventually moved to Water Street
to take advantage of the river. By the 1870s the busi-
ness had began to take off and a bridge was built to aid
in transporting matetials across the river to the factory.

Comb & Cartiage/French Hill was also one of the first
places in the Country to enter the plastics industry. The
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plastics industry began in the mid-eighteen hundreds
and the industry peaked in Leominster between 1900
and 1920 - the City’s largest employer. Leominster
manufactured a variety of plastic products including
hair combs, toys, and buttons. The prominence of the
plastics industty in the City has lead to two well-known
manufacturers: Union Products, the creator of the pink
flamingo lawn ornament and Foster Grant Company,
the world’s largest sunglasses manufacturer by the 1940s.

Worker housing was located in close proximity to the
factories and many tesidents could walk from home
to wotk. Today many of the manufacturing plants ate
gone, but there remains a substantial non-residential
ptesence in sections of the neighborhood, primarily
along Whitney Street. The amount of vacant and un-
usable industrial space in the district is 365,000
square feet or 62 percent of the total industrial
space. This exceeds the rate of vacancy in all
ity other industtial areas of the City. Of the 20 in-

' dustrial buildings in the district, only 9 are cut-
rently occupied.

Figure 1

The neighborhood is roughly a 36 block (0.37
squate mile) area bounded by Mechanic Street
on the south, Main Street on the west, Mill and
Bishop Streets and the Monoosnoc Brook on
the North, and the continuation of the brook
on the east. The Comb and Carriage/ French
Hill Disttict lies just east of the downtown
business district and abuts or includes a num-
ber of the City’s key institutions including City
Hall, the Public Library, churches for a number
of different denominations, public and private
Pre-K to 8 schools, the Spanish American Cen-
ter, and numerous banks, retail, and commercial
establishments. The majority of the area is resi-
dential, with single and two family residences
and small multi-family buildings. There ate two
large scale multi-family developments within
the study atea as well an eldetly public housing
development. The Comb & Catriage/French
Hill neighborhood is home to about 3,600 of
Leominster’s 41,000 residents.
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The City of Leominster was awarded a Gateway Plus
grant to study the Comb & Carriage/French Hill
neighborhood, which has a history of challenged
properties. With the current recession, foreclosures
were becoming evident and the City desired to address
this and other issues within the neighborhood before
conditions deteriorated further. The Gateway Plus
grant provides assistance to neighborhoods in need of
revitalization with support including identifying hous-
ing needs, minimizing the impacts of foreclosure, and
developing action plans to stabilize and improve neigh-
borhoods.

1.2 Goals of the Study

The goals of this study wetre to examine the demo-
graphics of the atea and assess the cutrent housing
needs and anticipate future needs, examine the condi-
tion of the housing and non-residential buildings, and
develop strategies to address buildings in poor condi-
tion. Furthermore, the study was to examine infra-
structure throughout the neighborhood and identify is-
sues that could provide disincentive to redevelopment
ot property improvements. Lastly, the study was to
examine the regulatory framework and identify barri-
ers to creation of affordable housing or property im-
ptovements, and examine recreational opportunities,
especially related to the Monoosnoc Brook Greenway.

The Public Participation section of the report identi-
fies several goals the neighbors see as most important.
These goals include creating a safe and walkable neigh-
borhood, help in creating te-use opportunities for old
industrial buildings, reducing crime/drug activity, and
improving existing housing stock.

1.3 Methodology

The process for this study can be broken into four ma-
jor categories: 1) gathering data and general informa-
tion; 2) conducting field surveys to assess conditions
of structures and infrastructure; 3) meeting with the
public to discuss the issues and get their thoughts on
problem areas and ideas on potential solutions; and 4)
developing recommendations to address the various is-
sues identified.

An analysis of how the cutrent zoning and proposed
zoning amendments (as a result of this study) would

impact the neighborhood was completed and recom-
mendations were made on the zoning amendments in
time for modification, if desired, ptior to local adop-
tion.

Public participation meetings were held three times to
ensure the final plan met the needs of the residents.
The first meeting was held after the field work was
done and the second meeting was held once the rec-
ommendations were developed. A third public meeting
was held in August to present the final report.

1.4 Neighbothood Revitalization Initiative

Public patticipation was an important element of
this project from the beginning — actually, from sev-
eral years ptior to this planning effort. In 2006, the
City’s Office of Planning & Development conducted
an outreach effort which culminated in a report titled
Comb & Catriage Neighborhood Revitalization Initia-
tive. That initiative involved a neighborhood charette
where residents identified 2 number of strengths and
weaknesses within the area, and priotitized potential
improvements. The findings of the current planning
effort coincide well with the 2006 results, with one ex-
ception: in 2006, drug activity was more prevalent and
thus the highest ptiotity for attendees was increasing
law enforcement patrols to create a safer environment.
While still an issue today, evidently the Leominster Po-
lice Department has done a good job over the past few
years in curtailing at least some of the drug activity,
since the attendees at the meetings this year did not
seem to consider it such an overwhelming priority.
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SECTION 2

2 NEIGHBORHOOD CHARACTERISTICS

2.1 Study Area

As was seen in Figure 1, the Comb & Carriage/French
Hill neighbothood is nestled between two major em-
ployment/shopping/service centers — Downtown
Leominster and the Whitney Field Mall. With easy
access to Route 2 and Interstate 190, the study atrea
is well situated not only for people working within
Leominster but for commuters traveling longer dis-
tances to other employment centers as well. Figure 2
(page 4) shows two bird’s-eye view aerials of the study
area, taken from the south. Map 1 (page 5) shows an
overhead aerial of the study area, with parcels over-
lain. These figures make it easy to see the grid pattern
of streets and the tree cover in this neighborhood.

This neighborhood was laid out prior to 1900 and largely
developed prior to 1930, providing housing for the lo-
cal mills and factories as the plastics industry flourished
in Leominstet. After a period of infill during the 1950’
and 1960’s, the neighborhood has been stable in regards
to construction of buildings, but over the years many
of the large older homes have been converted to two
family or multi-family buildings. Many of these contin-
ue to be owner occupied, although there may be a trend
toward non-local ownership of the larger buildings.

US Census delineations (tract, block group, and block)
often provide a useful tool for comparing different
geographic areas. However, there are limitations in
matching Census boundaries to a small study atea.
In this neighborhood, the Census blocks match the
study area boundaties and were used to provide accu-
rate population counts, but the remainder of the data
is only available at the block group level (or higher).
Figure 3 shows the boundaries of the study area along
with the block groups. A comparison using data from
the Assessot’s property database and the Census block
groups provided the proportions of the number of
housing units that are within the study area for each of
the three block groups. Specifically, block group 400-1
includes only a few homes that are outside the study
area, which is less than one tenth of one percent. In
block group 600-9, 60% of the total housing stock is
inside the study area, and in block group 400-2, only
19% of the total housing is within the study area. The
consultants used their best judgment in the analysis
and reporting of the following Census data.

2.2 Demogtaphics

A summaty of key demographic comparisons between
the Comb & Carriage/ French Hill neighborhood and

E.h'v.‘x_'n Group 9
p Sy ~
Siock Group 1 |.
N
s Bi0Ch Group 2 \
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Figure 3: Comparison of Censns Block Groups to the study area.

the City of Leominster include
(all data comes from the 2000 US
Census unless otherwise noted):

Lagee
W

Al A

Population & Age
| % The neighborhood is home
to just under 3,600 residents
or about nine percent of
the city’s population. Fig-
ute 4 (page 7) shows the
population density for the
study area; note that many
of the blocks in the west-
etn portion have many in-
dustrial or commercial uses,
whereas the blocks in the
central and eastern por-
tdons of the study area are
almost entirely residential.
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Figure 2: Bird’s-¢ye view of neighborhood; top shows east and central, bottom shows west.
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SECTION 2

Pnpudiietion distiibtini:
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The median age of residents in this neighborhood
is 4.3 years younger than the median for the city
(32.0 compared to 36.3 years for Leominster in
2000).

25 percent of the neighborhood population is un-
der 18 (26.3 petcent for the city) while 14 percent
is over 65 year old (13.5 percent citywide).

32.5 petcent of households include children under
18. Citywide, 34 petrcent of houscholds have chil-
dren under 18.

Ethnicity and Country of Origin

Based on 2007 Census estimates, the neighborhood
consists of neatly 25 percent minority households
compated to 15 percent for Leominster as a whole.

14.9 percent of Comb & Carriage/ French Hill resi-
dents ate foreign born compared to 10.4 percent

citywide.

o

% 44.6 petcent of married couple fami-
lies have both parents working compared
to 62.4 percent for the city as a whole.

% 10.5 percent of households are occupied by
single-mother households with children com-
pared to 8.6 percent for all of Leominster.

Income and Poverty

% With an estimated median household income
of $29,400 in 1999, the neighborhood’s me-
dian income was $15,500 below the median for
Leominster ($44,900) and $21,100 below the
median for the State as a whole ($50,500).

% 16.3 percent of the population live below the
poverty level compared to 9.5 percent citywide.

A 2009 estimate of renter households by Area Me-
dian Income (AMI) indicates that nearly 85 per-
cent of neighbothood renters earn less than 80
petcent of AMI compared to 67 percent citywide.

Although the current recession may have had a sig-
nificant impact on employment, in 2000 8 percent
of the city’s total workforce and 11 percent of the
city’s unemployed lived in the study area.

In 2000, a slightly higher percentage of the work-
force population within the study area were unem-
ployed compared to the city as a whole (6 versus
4 percent).

2.3 Housing Statistics

The study area includes 565 residential properties rang-
ing from single family to multi-family with 175 units.
Table 1 and Figures 5 and 6 show the breakdown of

Table 1
Family Status # of Properties # of Units
: . , Total Housing: 565 1,673
s 14.7 percent of hou§eholds in the ne1.g'h— Single Family: 215 215
bgrhood are martied couple families Two-Family: 154 308
“.mh Fhlldren compared to 22.7 percent Three Units: 100 300
Cifymade Four — Seven Units 84 413
Eight or More Units: 10 419
Boarding Houses: 2 18
7
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Figure 5
Housing Type by Number of Properties
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Figure 6
Housing Type by Number of Units
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these properties, and Map 2 (page 9) shows the dis-
tribution of residential uses throughout the neighbot-
hood.

The following is 2 summary of housing statistics (2000
census data unless noted otherwise):

Housing Occupancy and Tenure

o,

% In 2000, there were 2.00 petsons per household
(pph) in the study area compared to 2.44 citywide.
Breaking this down by owner and rentet occupan-
cy, the study atea pph for owner units was 2.50
compared to 2.68 citywide, and the pph for renter
units was 2.00 for the study area compared to 1.96
citywide.

7

% 30 percent of households own their own home
compated to 58 percent citywide. Owner occu-
pancy increases from under 30 percent in the west-
ern section and approaches 40 percent in the most
eastern section of the neighborhood.

@

< 70% of households within the target area rent
their home, compated to 42% citywide.

0,

% 10% of the owner occupied units within the
neighborhood are occupied by people classifying

themselves as non-white, compared to only 5%
citywide; conversely 15% of the renters in the
neighborhood classify themselves as non-white
compared to 18% citywide.

The median length of stay in both rental and hom-
eownership units in this neighborhood is one yeat
longer than for the city as a whole.

Rents and Sale Values

% The median gross tent in the neighborhood in

2007 was $643/ month compated to $730/ month
fot the city as a whole.

The estimated 2007 value of a single-family de-
tached home in the Comb & Carriage/French
Hill neighborhood was $208,550 or two-thirds the
median value for single-family detached homes
in Leominster genetally. For three and four-fam-
ily homes the median value was $283,868 in the
neighborhood and $264, 572 for the city. For larg-
er multi-family properties median value equaled
$243,021 in the neighbothood and $191,907 city-
wide.

In 2009, the mean assessed value (from the City As-
sessor’s data) for single family homes in the study
area was $201,095; for two family was $245,022 (or
$122,511 per unit); for three family was $278,253
(ot $92,751 per unit); and for 4+ family buildings
was $302,973 (or $59,734 per unit). The mean
value for all residential properties not including
the major apartment complexes (La Pierre elderly
housing, Whitney Carriage, and Waterway Apatt-
ments) is $244,649, and the total assessed value is
$135.7 million. Map 3 (page 11) shows the geo-
graphic distribution of housing values per unit; the
number within each parcel is the number of units
on that parcel.

For homes on the market with MLS on July 15,
2009 the median single-family home in the neigh-
borhood was listed at $195,900 compared to a city-
wide median of $243,000. For multi-family prop-
erties the median price asked was $173,050 within
the neighbothood and $239,900 citywide.
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2.4 Foreclosutes and Property Conditions

Leominster, like most communities in the nation, has
seen the number of propetties going into foreclosure
increase over the past year ot so as people continue
to struggle with the recession. Leominster ranked 20
in the state for the number of foreclosures in Fiscal
Year 2008, with 142 citywide; the state had 17,618 fore-
closures during that period. The Comb & Cattiage/
French Hill neighbothood had 9 foreclosures in Block
Group 1 of Census Tract 709400, which covers the
majority of the study area. Block Group 2 of the same
Tract had 5 foreclosures, but only 19% of the housing
units in the Block Group ate within the study area; it
is not possible to determine from this data whether
the foreclosures were in the study area or not. As of
July 31, 2009, Mass Housing Partnership was reporting
that Leominster was not in the top 20 communities in
the state for foreclosures by any of their measurements
(municipality, census block, zip code, etc.; article by
Tim Davis posted on MHP website). Figure 7 shows
one of the foreclosed properties in the study area.

Figure 7: A foreclosed property.

As of April 2009, 12% of the properties on the City’s
vacant properties list were in this neighborhood. In
addition to these, Concord Squate has identified 29
properties which are in poor condition — 8 are in very
poor condition and need significant renovation or re-
placement, and 21 are in moderate to poot condition
and need basic improvements such as painting, minor
repairs to porches, steps, and/or walkways, or park-
ing/landscaping, Figure 8 shows a property rated in
poor condition, and Figure 9 shows a property rated

moderate. These assessments were made based on field
surveys of the entite neighborhood, and only account
for the exterior conditions — interior condition sutveys
are beyond the scope of this study. These properties
are shown on Map 4 (page 15). Note that three prop-
erties are listed in two categoties — both the “worst”
properties category and the City vacant properties list;
they are shown on the map in red along with the other
“worst” properties.

"The properties shown on Map 4 ate those that are ei-
ther already or are thought to be the most likely to fall
into disrepair, and could be subject to abandonment if
the owner falls into serious financial distress. An anal-
ysis was also done to identify the non-local property
owners, as resident input at the public meetings indi-
cated concerns about such properties generally being
neglected and falling into disrepair.

Map 5 (page 17) shows both the non-local property
ownership and the property issues (condition of struc-
ture, on City’s vacant list). Non-local ownership is bro-
ken into two categorties: “Leominster”, which are own-
ers with mailing addresses outside the study area but
within the City, and “non-Leominster, which are own-
ers with mailing addresses outside Leominster (from as
far away as California). Of the 143 non-locally owned
properties, 49 are either single or two family and 94 are
buildings with three or mote units. Non-local Leomin-
ster owners control 63 properties with 207 units, and
non-Leominster owners control 80 properties with 271
units.

Figure 8: Example of a property in poor condition.

Q CITY OF LEOMINSTER
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Figure 9: Example of a property rated moderate.

Map 5 also shows seven properties that are possible
foreclosures based on the Assessor records for Grant-
ee. All but two are also on the City’s vacant list; those
two ate parcel 167-57, a single family home at 168
Tenth Street, and partcel 39-3, a three family building
at 128 First Street.

Anecdotal evidence indicates that throughout the City,
properties that go into foreclosure and ate in reason-
able condition are quickly sold and re-occupied. There
are several properties in the neighborhood that are in
such poor condition that foreclosure has simply meant
abandonment with little hope of resale on the open
market. In these cases, the City is working toward reso-
lution for the benefit of the neighborhood — see Sec-
tion 3.1 for additional information.

2.5 Nonresidential Buildings and Uses

As was stated in the introduction, the Comb & Car-
tiage/French Hill neighborhood is a mixed use atea.
Map 6 (page 19) shows the land uses by broad catego-
ties, and clearly shows the extent of the non-residential
uses, which vary from institutional such as churches to
industrial manufacturing plants. Out of the 669 parcels
that are in either residential or nontesidential use, 67,
or 10%, are nonresidential. These nonresidential uses
occupy just under one third of the developable land
area, with 55.7 acres out of 181.4 (does not include
permanent open space or rights-of-way).

Nonresidential uses in the study area include:

% Institutional
¢ Religious
¢ Social service organizations

¢ Developmentally disabled residence and
services

«» Commercial

¢ Retail stores
Restaurants
Offices

Financial institution

* ¢ o o

Auto salvage yard

¢ Industrial
¢  Warehouses
¢ Manufacturing

Most of the buildings used for nonresidential purposes
are older and some show signs of the need for up-
dating. Both the Whitney Carriage housing develop-
ment and the Waterway Place Apartment complex are
renovated mills, and are in excellent condition with the
constant attention they teceive. Many other buildings
have been maintained in good condition by their own-
ers, and several buildings in the area have seen major
improvements in recent years:

¢ 39 Spruce Street, a wood frame building with vinyl
siding used as a warehouse and moving company
(Bolio & Satgents), had extensive fagade renova-
tions made and the owner is trying to secure fund-
ing for lead paint and asbestos abatement in some
portions of the building,

% 40 Spruce Street, a brick mill type of building
which has undetgone extensive renovation on a
major portion of the building. Additional areas
will be renovated as financial resources allow. This
building is being divided into a number of units
for smaller businesses; spaces ate available for
lease at this time.

< 126 Mechanic Street, a 14,400 square foot struc-
ture was renovated into a small shopping center
with several businesses, including a computer store
and repair shop, an auto parts store, and a discount
store.

14
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% 174 Spruce Street, a neighborhood grocery stote
(Desilet’s Market & Deli) that has been in opera-
tion since 1948, had major fagade improvements
made through the Leominster Storefront Improve-
ment Program several years ago.

% 309 Whitney Street, 2 wood frame mill building
which has undergone extensive renovations.

Other properties have been neglected to one extent or
another. The worst of these include:

% 142 Water Street (Figure 10), which has both an
historic wooden mill structure and a large masonry
and metal structure, both of which are in such bad
condition that the Fite Department has designated
them as “no entry” structures and which are eye-
sores in the neighborhood. A portion of the build-
ing is currently used as a warehouse.

Figure 10: 142 Water Street

% 34 Tremaine Street (Figure 11), an old wooden
mill building which is cutrently vacant. The owner
has recently approached the Planning Office with
plans to renovate the building for commercial
and/or industrial space.

% 37 Ninth Street, which is an auto salvage yard com-
prising five parcels in the northeastern area of the
neighborhood. Other than a charitable organiza-
tion, the surrounding properties are residential.
Figure 12 shows a bird’s-eye view of this area. In
operation since 1926, this is a long standing land
use.

2.6 Existing Infrastructure

As was stated earlier, the Comb & Cartiage/French
Hill neighborhood was laid out many years ago in a
grid pattern, which lends itself to easy navigation by
both vehicles and pedesttians. By and large the existing
infrastructure is in good condition, with some excep-
tions. The primary focus of this portion of the study
was on sidewalks, lighting, and parks; the roads, watet,
sewet, and storm water drainage infrastructure is gen-
erally in reasonable condition. A section of water main
in Whitney Street is being replaced this year. Map 7
(page 25) shows the existing conditions of the side-
walks and lighting in the neighbothood, as determined
through field visits by Concord Square. It should be
noted that the conditions were determined for each
street segment (block) and averaged for the both the
length of the block and both sides of the street. Also
note there are many areas whetre the sidewalk is in rea-
sonable condition but there is no curb to define the
street edge (shown by a green line outlined with red).

Figure 12: 37 North Street

- CITY OF LEOMINSTER

21



SECTION 2

GATEWAY PLUS ACTION PLAN

There are several areas warranting additional discus-
ston:

7
0.0

A section of sidewalk on Fourth Street is in such
poor condition as to be hazardous to pedestrians
and impassable by handicapped people. Figure 13
shows a photo of this area between Spring Street
and Water Street. In the photo, it is evident that
several large trees were removed, apparently the
roots were the cause of the sidewalk buckling,

A short section of asphalt sidewalk on Oak Av-
enue is also in extremely poor condition and many
people would choose to walk in the street rather
than on this segment of sidewalk (Figure 14).

One of the mote common problems identified
is the lack of definition of the street edge, which
combined with the narrow streets with parking on

Figure 14: Sidewalk on Oak Avenue.

both sides leads to vehicles being parked on the
grass strip between the street and sidewalk, which
leads to mud puddles, loss of grass, and a messy ap-
pearance. Figure 15 shows this on Second Street.

In some areas, thete is no grass sttip — either it
has been paved over to eliminate the constant mud
puddles or the sidewalk was constructed directly
adjacent to the street. In these areas it is not un-
common to see vehicles patked on the sidewalk,
which is not legal but again, due to the narrow
streets and patking on both sides, is fairly com-
mon. Figure 16 shows this on Third Street.

Figure 15: Encroachment on grass strip.

®
0.0

The neighborhood is generally well lit at appropri-
ate levels, although three areas were identified dur-
ing a night time survey as needing additional light-
ing — either existing light fixtures are inadequate for
the area ot they are in need of maintenance. These
areas are shown on Map 7 and include sections of
Water Street, Whitney Street, and Williams Street.

Parks within the neighborhood include:

Carter Park, on Main Street and Summer Street, is
2.2 acres and includes a Civil War Memorial and a
gazebo (see Figure 17). During summer months,
concerts are performed here. The Twin Cities
Trail will pass through the park when completed;
the rail right-of-way traverses the park but ease-
ments have been granted for City use. This park
is in good condition and is well maintained by the
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City, although some residents feel additional light-
ing would extend the hours it can be used and im-
prove safety within the park.

¢ Bachand Field, off Twelfth Street, is about 3.5 acres
and is home to the Little League. The field includes
three baseball fields (one with lights), restrooms, a
concession stand, and some paved parking, During
busy times of the season, patking at the field is in-
adequate and people have to park their vehicles on
local streets in the area, in some cases creating po-
tential hazards given the narrow street, the curve
on Twelfth Street, and lack of sidewalks.

L. k| M -
Figure 16: Encroachment on sidewalk.

% French Hill Park (ak.a. Lautie J. Cormier Park) is
at the corner of Water Street and Third Street on
a 0.12 acre parcel. This pocket park has walkways,
flowers, ornamental trees, and benches. Maintained
by the City, it is in good condition.

¢ Third Street Playground & Water Park (Louis
Charpentier Playground) is on a .34 acre parcel on
Third Street behind St. Cecilia’s Church (Figure
18). This park was built in 1999 and has a handi-
capped accessible playground, a water play feature,
benches, and a picnic table. These facilities are in
good condition.

The City also owns over 15 acres along the Monoos-
noc Brook on the nottheastern edge of the neighbor-

hood, which has an informal trail on the neighborhood
side (along a sewer line, see Figure 19) which could be
developed into a more accessible and attractive passive
recreation area. There are several informal paths lead-
ing down the steep hill from the neighborhood to the
trail, and one set of concrete stairs which date back
to the 1930’ when a City recreation area including a
swimming pool was located in Whitney Field. These
stairs have fallen into disrepait and need attention to
be safe to use again (see Figure 20). There are numer-
ous spots along the trail that have been used as dump-
ing grounds by residents or others; some nothing more
than yard debris but in other areas washing machines,
car patts, electronic equipment, and other trash are evi-
dent (Figure 21). The trail itself is kept in fairly good

Figure 17: Carter Park
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condition as a by-product of the City ensusing access
to the sewer line upon which the trail lies. Other than
that, no maintenance is done and minimal attention is
paid to this area.

1= N E R L ; A S

Figure 19: Main trail along neighborhood side of Monsoosnoc -‘ﬁ y
Brook.

4% i
S TR N

Figure 21: Excample of trash and debris dumped along

billside.
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3 RECOMMENDATIONS

3.1 Housing Recommendations

The conclusion Concord Square artived at is that hous-
ing in this neighborhood, while perhaps the worst in
the City, is by and large in good shape as compared to
othet cities in the Commonwealth. Out of well over
500 residential propetties, only a handful — five percent
— are in moderate ot poor condition. Of those, only
9, ot less than two petcent of the neighborhoods resi-
dential properties, are in poor condition. With figures
like this, small actions by the City or others can make a
significant difference in the neighborhood.

The City has already begun to research and work with
various agencies and non-profit organizations to ad-
dress the worst properties identified in this study. The
City has wotked with the Twin Cities Community
Development Cotporation on a number of projects
over the years, and more recently there has been an
increased effort within the Comb & Catriage/French
Hill neighborhood to assist residents to purchase or
temain in theit homes.

The City has begun working with the Massachusetts At-
torney General’s Office, which has a program that mu-
nicipalities can use to address properties with sanitary
code violations that are not addressed by the property
owner. As part of the Attorney General’s Abandoned
Housing Initiative, this receivership program oper-
ates under the State Sanitary Code (specifically MGL
Ch. 111 Sec. 1271), and allows a municipality to work
with local receivers (can be profit or non-profit, indi-
vidual ot organization) to gain control of a property
and perform necessaty repairs, with the goal of elimi-
nating sanitary code violations which presumably will
improve the property and reduce or eliminate negative
impacts on abutters and the neighborhood. Leomin-
ster City officials are currently working with the Attor-
ney General’s Office on one foreclosed and abandoned
property within the neighborhood, a 5 unit apartment
building at 75 Tenth Street which was condemned by
the City in 2008. This property is listed on the City’s
vacant property list and was identified as one of the
buildings in the wotst condition by Concord Square. A
second propetty, also condemned, was being reviewed

for this program but since it is actively being marketed
for sale, is not a serious contender. The Office of Plan-
ning & Development is looking into other properties
for possible inclusion in this program.

Another program which is just getting underway is the
Housing Ownership Opportunity Program (HOOP),
in partnership with the Twin Cities CDC. Geared to-
ward first time homebuyers, applicants must take the
CDC’s first time homebuyers coutse, be income-eli-
gible (eatn 80% or less of the area median income),
and have the financial resoutces to make a 5% down
payment on the home. The program is targeting fore-
closed properties in poor condition that need signifi-
cant rehabilitadon. The City and CDC will identify a
local contact for bank owned foreclosed properties,
and through negotiations will obtain a commitment
for 80% financing (of the total cost of the purchase
plus rehabilitation costs). The remaining 15% will be
contributed by the City of Leominster using HOME
funds.

Leominster officials ate also planning to apply for
funds under the Neighborhood Stabilization Program,
a federally funded initiative that will be administered
by the Massachusetts Department of Housing and
Community Development. However, these funds are
targeting the hardest hit communities across the state,
and as discussed eatlier in this report, Leominster has
not been affected as much as many other communi-
ties have been. Nonetheless, it is prudent to continually
research opportunities for funding directly related to
housing rehabilitation, as well as demolition for those
few cases where replacing a particularly bad structure
with a pocket park or small parking lot is more sen-
sible. CDBG funds can be used for demolition, and
the City should consider doing so if banks which own
unsellable homes will donate them to the City.

A multitude of other opportunities exist and new ones
ate being created all the time as individuals, organiza-
tions, and governments are figuring out new methods
to help stabilize the local and broader economies during
this recession. Among these ate MA Housing Partner-
ship’s Neighborhood Stabilization Loan Fund, which
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allows non-profit or for-profit developers to purchase
and rehabilitate propetties in lower income neighbos-
hoods for re-sale to homebuyers, and a new Housing
Ownership Opportunity Program being developed by
the MA Housing Partnership and MassHousing.

The public improvements proposed by this repott
(see Section 3.3) are expected to have the effect
of dramatically improving the appearance of the
neighborhood, and of stimulating private investment
in the neighbothood. Together, these improvements
should have the effect of increasing the values of all
propetties in the neighborhood.

There is a business opportunity for private investots
in such an environment. It is plausible that it would be
feasible and profitable for a group of private investors
in Leominster to raise a limited amount of capital and
otganize a systematic program of property acquisition,
renovation, and sale to individual homebuyers. The
propetties would be one to four family dwellings, and
would primarily, but not exclusively, be sold to first
time homebuyers.

If 20 investors would each invest $20,000, a pool
of $400,000 would be available to catty out such a
program. These funds would be supplemented with
conventional propetty acquisition/construction loans
from local banks. Ideally the investors would be from
Leominster, and would reptesent individuals with
substantial expertise in all aspects of carrying out the
proposed transactions, such as realtors, appraisers,
construction managers, and bankers.

A limited liability corporation would be formed to carry
out the program. The investors would all be members
of the LLC, and a managing board of the members
would be designated. The managing board membets
would have the requisite experience to oversee the
operations of the activity. In addition, it would be
necessary to have a skilled employee to manage the
operations of the undertaking. This employee may or
may not be full time. Of key importance to the success
of such an undertaking is the design and institution
of the proper management controls and financial
reporting systems.

The LLC, working with the City, would identify key
propetties to be acquired, and the necessary renovation
work would be specifically designed to position each
building for a projected buyer profile. The work may
include new or upgraded kitchens, bathrooms, heating
systems, electrical witing, and roofs, plus repainting,
floor refinishing, landscaping and other cosmetic im-
provements.

Once renovated, the properties would be immediately
sold to buyers — in many cases first time homebuyers
who, with approptiate counseling could acquire
properties with two to four units, allowing the rental
units to reduce their overall cost of housing to a quite
teasonable level.

In such a program, the decisions on which buildings to
purchase are the most critical with regard to ultimate
profitability. All of the following information would be
prepared prior to the purchase of the property, and
would be reviewed and approved by the Managing
Board of the LLC.

% The value of the building, both before and after
renovation must be accurately assessed. Serious
problems with the structure or mechanical
systems (heating, plumbing, or electrical) must be
identified and the cost of such renovations must
be thoroughly understood.

% A detailed renovation work write-up would be
completed, including a detailed cost estimate.
Photographs would be taken of the cutrent
condition of the property. The cost estimate and
work list should be reviewed by a home inspector
ot general contractor, who could offer a written
opinion as to its reasonableness.

% A careful analysis of comparable sales in the
neighborhood would be conducted, and an
evaluation/compatison of the proposed purchase
property to other sales made in a rigorous fashion.

% An appraisal would then be obtained from a third
party appraiser to confirm the current market
value of the property, as well as the value of the
propetty after the renovation is complete.
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The LL.C’s employee would line up a group of sub-
contractors to wotk on the propetties. These would
include subcontractors who specialize in heating,
plumbing, electrical, roofing, rough and finish catpentry,
ceramic tile, carpet, hardwood floor installation and
refinishing, lead paint removal, and others.

A real estate broker would be used to manage the sale
of the properties after the renovation is completed.
It may be possible to negotiate special relationships
with one ot more brokers that would result in reduced
commissions based on the oppottunity for repeat sales.

The key to the success of this program would be the
efficient, cost effective, and rapid completion of the
renovations to each building — ideally within 50 to 75
days after the purchase of the building. This will make
it possible to have the building sold within 90 to 120
days of purchase.

In order for such a plan to be successful, it is critical
that financial control systems and management systems
be instituted so that the Managing Board is fully aware
at all times of the status of each of the properties. It
is also essential that the financial systems have a cost
allocation element that enables the ovethead of the
LLC to be correctly allocated to each property that is
sold — enabling an accurate assessment of the amount
of profit that is earned.

It is believed that such a program could be
successful and contribute substantially to long
term improvements in the neighbothood. It would
provide one small, but important piece of the overall
neighbothood improvements — renovation of some of
the properties in the neighborhood in poor condition
that most homebuyers would not consider purchasing;
In concert with other private investments and the
public investments to be discussed later, the Comb &
Cartiage/French Hill neighbothood would increase in
desirability and value.
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3.2 Othet Uses/Buildings

As was discussed previously, there are a number of
nonresidential properties within the Comb & Car-
riage/French Hill neighborhood, many of which are
in good condition and have appropriate landscaping
for their surroundings. Map 8 (page 31) shows nine
properties which Concord Square found are in need
of some degree of attention ranging from demoli-
tion and rehabilitation to minot landscaping or fagade
improvements. On Map 8, the balloon text boxes ate
color coded for the degree of need — pink is a critical
need, and includes those properties described in Sec-
tion 2.5 as being in the worst condition; light orange
denotes properties with moderate needs; and yellow
boxes denote propetties with minor needs. These are
briefly desctibed on Map 8; the following offers a more
thorough explanation:

Critical Need

< 142 Water Street, aka the “Hartman” building:
Appatently neglected for years, this property is
currently considered to be in the worst condition
of all properties within the neighborhood. It likely
has caused lower property values for the residenc-
es in close proximity and has a detrimental impact
on the entire neighborhood, given its prominent
location at the corner of Water Street and Whit-
ney Street. Recently the Twin Cities Community
Development Corporation secured approval for
demolition of the masonry and metal building and
complete rehabilitation and conversion of the old

Figure 22

X7
0.0

mill building (used as a warehouse) to a residen-
tial building with 40 units of affordable housing
Figure 22 shows the portion of the building that
would be renovated (footprint of roughly 16,000
squate feet), built in 1890. The project has been
approved under MGL Chapter 40B, with full sup-
port by the City and broad support by the neigh-
bothood. The abandoned gas station on the oppo-
site side of Water Street is planned to be a parking
lot for this project. Twin Cities CDC has a put-
chase and sale agreement with the current ownet,
and funding has been applied for with the hope of
construction beginning in 2010. Other than gen-
eral support of the CDC’s efforts with this project
and indirect help through infrastructure improve-
ments to be discussed later in this report, no ad-
ditional action by the City is needed.

34 Tremaine Street is a vacant wooden mill build-
ing which appears to be structurally sound but is in
need of substantial facade improvements to pres-
ent a better appearance. The owner of this prop-
erty has submitted preliminary sketches to the City
for a renovation project which would either cre-
ate office or retain the industrial space. The City
should work with this applicant to ensure the pro-
posed renovation project is completed.

37 Ninth Street is an auto salvage yard established
83 years ago, before much of this section of the
neighborhood was developed and before zoning
was adopted in Leominster (1944). Out of 15 sur-
rounding residential properties, two thirds were
built after the salvage yard was established. While
it appears that the residents in the area are com-
fortable with the use, and the yard itself appears to
be kept in ordetly condition, it is not unreasonable
to conclude that propetty values might be higher if
the use was either not there or was better screened
from the residential properties surrounding it. ‘The
average assessed value for these 15 properties, all
of which are single ot two family, is $210,000, while
the average assessed value for all single and two
family properties in the study area is $219,000. If
some simple and relatively inexpensive measures
were taken to improve the aesthetics of the prop-
erty, it could have a positive impact on the imme-
diate neighborhood. With all property except for
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Ninth Street and Water Street running through the
salvage yard in private ownership, there is little the
City can do to improve buffering between the yard
and abutters. The City should, however, include
these portions of Ninth and Water Streets in their
plans for sidewalk improvements to be discussed
in the next section.

Moderate Need

75/85 Water Street and 26 Spruce Street, three

industrial properties just outside the downtown
and in close proximity to two mill conversion
residential complexes. These three sites function
as a single site in regards to traffic, parking, and
visual appearance, with a main driveway through
the site from Spruce Street to Water Street. Two
are large industrial buildings: 75 Water Street is a
20,000 square foot two story brick and masonty
building built in 1920, and 85 Water Street is a
109,000 square foot three story concrete and cin-
der block building built in 1905. Both have sub-
stantial facades along Water Street, and other than
some entry way landscaping and some trees, there
is no landscaping or even any delineation between
the street/sidewalk and loading or patking areas.
From Spruce Street, the complex presents itself
as nothing but pavement and plain buildings, most
with little or no architectural interest, although the
older pottion of 75 Water Street has large arched
window openings which have been filled and
smaller windows inserted (see Figure 23). Along
Wiater Street, both properties could be cleaned up
and perhaps painted to present a more aesthetical-
ly pleasing fagade for residents of the area as well
as anyone traveling on this road which leads into
the downtown. The City should reset the granite
cutbing and rebuild the sidewalks in this area — see
more information in the following section on in-
frastructure.

139 Seventh Street is an 8,000 square foot one
stoty conctete/cinder block building built in 1910,
completely surrounded with residential properties.
Having been built ptrior to zoning enactment in
Leominster, the building is less than 10 feet from
any property line and occupies over 60% of the
parcel. All but one of the residences were built
after this industrial property was established, and

Figure 23: Windows at 75 Water Street.

that one has been converted into a six unit apart-
ment building. As with the auto salvage yard on
Ninth Street, it is possible that the presence of this
small industrial building has kept property values
on the low side, although the average assessed
value for these 13 properties is nearly $253,000 —
significantly higher than the average value for all
residential properties of 1 to 8 units in the study
area, which is $239,000. Nonetheless, if the prop-
erty was cleaned up the overall impact on the
neighborhood would likely be reduced, especially
for the properties directly across Seventh Street,
which have an average assessed value of §211,000.
The City can help by including Seventh Street in
the infrastructure improvements discussed in the
next section.

Minor Need

% 11 Spruce Street is a 32,000 square foot one and

two story concrete/cinder block and wood frame
building built in 1920. This property is generally
in good condition, but the street edge blends into
the loading and parking areas, and clear delinea-
tion between the two would improve the area.

123 First Street is a 39,000 square foot former
shirt factory that is now used as a warehouse. Af-
tet sitting vacant for many years, this building has
been improved and is not such a detriment to the
neighborhood. Howevet, a portion of the build-
ing has boarded up windows which is not particu-
larly suitable for a residential area. Replacement of
these with real windows would help the appear-
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ance of the immediate neighbothood, although
it is understood that there needs to be a realistic
and approptiate use for the building as well as an
economic climate that can support the renova-
tions. The City should include First Street in their
plans for infrastructure improvements as will be
discussed in the next section.

o,

% 3 Seventh Street is a 6,000 square foot one story
auto patts store built in 1950, six years after zoning
was adopted in the City. While the buildings on this
property extend essentially to the property lines on
three sides and the fourth (fronting on Seventh
Street) is almost entirely paved, this property own-
et appears to have done what he can to reduce the
impact of his commercial use on the surrounding
residential uses. At the end of a dead end street, it
is likely that the only people who see this property
are the customers and the abutters across Seventh
Street. Creation of a clear delineation between the
street and the parking lot with a landscaped strip to
provide some buffeting of the business from the
direct abutter, and a clear entrance to the parking
lot, would help further improve this property.

In addition to these propetties, which are identified as
nontesidential by the City Assessor, there are a num-
ber of small businesses located in mixed use buildings
(with residential units). Most notable among these is
a Laundromat at 262 Water Street (Figure 24). Small
neighborhood oriented businesses such as this and
small markets — Desilet’s at 174 Spruce Street, Bout-

Figure 24

beau’s at 190 Water Street, and J&D Spanish American
Market at 104 Mechanic Street — help keep a neighbor-
hood healthy by providing some of the services resi-
dents need in a location easy to get to on foot, bicycle,
or if need be, by cat. The Comb & Carriage/French
Hill neighbothood used to have more of these types
of small businesses, and the opportunity exists for new
ones to open. Notably, the area at Spruce and Third
Streets is zoned for business use; this once was a thtiv-
ing neighborhood commercial pocket. However, prop-
erties have fallen into various states of disrepair and
with the lack of parking and many of the neighbor-
hood residents leaving the neighbothood for all their
shopping and setvice needs, there is currently little
incentive for new businesses to locate hete. The City,
through the Code Enforcement and Fire Departments,
does everything within its jutisdiction to maintain the
safety of buildings for the residents of the City.

3.3 Neighborhood Infrastructure

A key component of a vibrant and healthy neighbot-
hood is a well defined and well maintained interface
between the public and private environments. This
is accomplished with well maintained street edges as
well as appropriate lighting, landscaping, and street
furniture that comprise the overall streetscape. Dif-
ferent areas of the neighborhood have varying needs
for streetscape; what is appropriate on a low density
residential street will differ from what is appropri-
ate in a commercial area. Likewise, the streetscape in
a small commercial pocket within a neighborhood
should blend with the surrounding residential area yet
provide a mote intetesting environment that will help
attract customets to the businesses. The Comb & Cat-
riage/French Hill neighborhood includes five distinct
streetscape types with different needs:

% low density residential, where tree lined streets

dominate and traffic volume is low;

¢ higher density tesidential, where cars play a greater
role in the overall appearance and sidewalks are
crucial for pedestrian safety due to higher traffic
volumes;

% neighborthood commercial pockets, where both
transition to and differentiation from the sur-
rounding residential uses is needed to better define
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Figure 25 and 26: Before and after visualization on Laurel Street.
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the commercial pocket;

% major commercial ateas, where sidewalks, land-

scaping, and public spaces (benches, pocket parks)
are important to create a pleasing and safe public
environment; and

% industrial areas, where the potential for conflict
with surtounding uses is greater and the need for
screening is high.

As was seen in Section 2.6, there are many streets within
the neighborhood where there is no clear demarcation
of the street edge. This causes a conflict between the
“vehicle space” and the “pedestrian space”, resulting in
vehicles gradually infringing on the pedestrian space —
as evidenced by cars parked in the dirt along the side of
the road, and in the worst cases on the sidewalk. This

Figure 27 & 28: Before and after visualization on Second Street.

\

creates a gray area where propetty ownets are unsutre
where their responsibility ends and the City’s begins.
In some areas this is faitly clear, but in others it is less
so. In addition, often times in neighborhoods such as
this, property owners will mow the grass and otherwise
care for the strip between the street and the sidewalk.
Where vehicles ate constantly encroaching on this
strip, property owners understandably ignore it.

The installadon of curbing takes care of some of these
issues by creating a clear edge to the street, a barrier
to patrking off the street pavement, and an area where
grass ot other vegetation (low groundcover) can grow.
It also improves safety for pedesttians on the sidewalk,
as the likelihood of a car being driven off the road is
reduced, provided the curb height is great enough to
alert the driver the cat is leaving the road. Figures 25
and 26 show a “before and after” visualization of one
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section of the sidewalk on Laurel Street, and Figures
27 and 28 show a section of Second Street.

After the field surveys and input from residents, Con-
cord Squate has determined that improvements to the
public/ptivate interface throughout the neighborhood
will have the greatest positive impact toward stabiliz-
ing the neighborhood of possible public actions. Table
2 (page 38) and Map 9 (page 39) present the Action
Plan for neighborhood infrastructure. The overall
goal is to improve the public pedestrian infrastructure
throughout the Comb & Cartiage/French Hill neigh-
borhood to create a more walkable environment which
will encourage more pedestrian activity while enhanc-
ing property values.

The Action Plan calls for improvements that will result
in both sides of every street having concrete sidewalks
and granite curbing, in some cases with a strip of grass
between the cutb and the sidewalk. It is recognized
that there may be some streets where it is not necessary
to build sidewalks on both sides due to low demand,
as well as some areas where it is not desirable to build
them due to the presence of large trees when alterna-
tives cannot be found (easements on private property
to go around large trees, alternative methods of con-
struction to protect tree roots, etc.). The action plan
can be summarized as follows:

% 4.6 miles of new sidewalks on streets where no

sidewalk currently exists;

% 3.9 miles of sidewalk replacement, including gran-

ite curbing, where existing sidewalks are in poor
condition;

% 2.9 miles of sidewalk repair, including installation
of granite curbing, on sidewalks in moderate con-
dition;

% 4.2 miles of new granite curbing where sidewalks
are in reasonable condition but curbing is absent
ot ineffective (insufficient height difference be-
tween street surface and top of curb);

% 23 crosswalks to be repainted or painted;

% 0.9 miles of sidewalk improvements on Water

Street at the downtown gateway (refer to separate
action plan for more details)

¢ 1.1 miles of trail construction or improvement
to the Monoosnoc Greenway (refer to separate
action plan for mote details);

¢ improve street lighting in three areas; and
¢ restrict on-street parking to one side only.

Some additional comments ate warranted on a couple
of these issues:

In regards to the conflicts between sidewalks and trees,
it has been observed that there are areas of the neigh-
borhood where large trees have been cut down, ap-
parently due at least in part to buckling sidewalks. It is
widely recognized that trees are an asset, especially in
residential areas, and can add significant value to private
property. It is also widely recognized that sidewalks are
highly desirable in residential neighborhoods. Research
has been done on the issue of how to plan, design, and
construct sidewalks to minimize future damage by tree
roots, as well as on methods to protect existing trees
and plan for adequate growing room for new trees. A
brief search on the internet has found two promising
construction techniques for dealing with repair or re-
construction of existing sidewalks in areas with large
trees, and certainly there are many more. While the
cost of such construction techniques may be slightly
higher than standard construction, the benefits of re-
duced buckling from tree roots and preserving the tree
canopy outweighs the added costs. Techniques include
routing the sidewalk around a tree (the minimum width
for an ADA compliant sidewalk at an obstacle such as
a pole ot tree is 32 inches), building a ramp over exist-
ing tree roots using top soil and a suitable base for the
new concrete sidewalk', using specially designed joints®
which allow adjacent sections of a sidewalk to move
together as roots grow, and use of a different type of
base material that provides larger pores for tree roots’.

1 Healthy Trees, Smooth Sidewalks, by George Gonzales, Chief Forester,
Bureau of Street Services, City of Los Angeles, CA. Published in Tech Trans-
fer Newsletter, Winter 2007

2 TripStop™ Articulating Sidewalk Joint System, www.tripstop.net

3 Shoot and Root Growth of Three Tree Species in Sidewalks, J. Grabosky
et. al., Dept of Horticulture, Cornell University, Ithaca NY. Published in the
Journal of Environmental Horticulture, Dec. 2001.
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GATEWAY PLUS ACTION PLAN

SECTION 3

While most of the 55 intersections in the study area
have low enough traffic volumes that crosswalks are
not necessaty, there are 20 that do warrant formal pe-
destrian crossing facilities. One, at the intersection of
Water Street and Whitney Street, has a traffic signal and
warrants a pedestrian crossing signal as well. This traf-
fic signal is old and will be difficult to replace based
on the cobblestone construction of the old underlying
street in that location. A less costly solution could be
to install a separate pedestrian light that is activated by
a push button; however it needs to be electronically
connected to the traffic light to avoid conflicting light
patterns for drivers.

Based on field obsetrvation regarding parking on the
street, the recommendation to limit on-street parking
to one side of the street will not impact many people.
However, if the City decides to revisit the on-street
parking policies, consideration should be made for
commercial establishments located at street corners.
Often, cities will prohibit patking within a certain
number of feet of an intersection, to assist drivers with
sight distances down intersecting streets. This is not
necessarily recommended in this neighborhood for a
couple of reasons — it would eliminate all parking ad-
jacent to several business locations, impacting custom-
ers, and allowing cars to be parked to the corner can
serve as an informal traffic calming method — drivers
are more apt to proceed with caution (ie. slowly) if
they do not have excellent visibility up and down inter-
secting streets.

To estimate the cost of the recommended improve-
ments presented in the action plan, two sources were
used: the Massachusetts Highway Department’s online
Construction Project Estimator and a report published
by the Vermont Agency of Transportation, Shared Use

Path and Sidewalk Unit Costs, Febtruary 2006. Using
distances for the various categoties in the action plan,
total cost estimates were calculated. A wide variation
was found between the MassHighway tool and the
Vermont repott, with total costs $3 million more us-
ing the Vermont data. It should be noted that those
costs were from 2005 and it is understood from con-
versations with Public Works professionals that to-
day’s costs are lowet, although probably not that much
lower. Table 3 presents a summary of the estimated
costs for construction of sidewalks with granite curb-
ing throughout the neighborhood, broken down by the

action plan categories.

The Leominster DPW Ditector has informed Concord
Square that the DPW has the capability and capacity to
do all sidewalk construction and curb installation, and
that if the projects ate done that way then the City can
expect the above figutes to be reduced by one half to
two thirds. Using the MassHighway estimate of $5.16
million as an accurate reflection of the current costs
of materials, it can be expected that the total “out of
pocket” cost of all this work would be roughly two
million dollars. Obviously the City would also be pay-
ing the labor and related costs for the DPW employees,
but even factoring that in the total cost will be less than
the MassHighway estimate since that estimate includes
labor at prevailing wages.

It is unrealistic to assume that all of these projects
would be or could be completed in one year; the City
needs some way to prioritize the projects and split the
overall action plan into smaller parts that can realisti-
cally be completed in a year, given constraints on fund-
ing and labor availability at the DPW. Map 10 (page 43)
shows one suggestion, based on the primary purpose
of the sidewalk segments. Concord Square reviewed the

Table 3 — Summary of Cost Estimates for Sidewalks and Curbing

Category Length (in feet) MassHighway | VI AOT Report | City DPW Estimate
e R 24,405 $1,813,000 $3,417,000 $604,000 - 906,500
Sidewalk

Rebuild Sidewalk | 20,759 $1,542,000 $2,906,000 $514,000 - 771,000
Repair Sidewalk 15,098 $ 822,000 $ 604,000 $274,000 - 411,000
Add Curb 22,147 $ 986,000 $1,218,000 $328,600 - 493,000
Total: 88,604 $5,163,000 $8,145,000 $1,720,600 - 2,581,500

ﬂ CITY OF LEOMINSTER
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various sidewalk segments and based on location and
what geographical areas were accessed or connected
by each, assigned them to four categories: Downtown
Connections, Central Core, Greenway Connections,
and Other Sidewalks. It should be noted that this is only
one suggestion, othet ways to prioritize would be by
the degree of repair needed (as shown on the Action
Plan), or break the neighborhood down into smaller
geographic areas (e.g. First through Fourth Streets one
yeat, Fifth through Eighth Streets the next year, etc.).

Downtown Connections:

Neatly every property is within one mile (by walk-
ing routes) of the downtown, and over forty percent
of the housing units are within one half mile of the
downtown. A dramatic increase in pedestrian activity
to the downtown could be expected if these sidewalks
were improved and the streetscape enhanced to make
the walk from this neighborhood safer and more at-
tractive. These sidewalks, which are in various levels
of improvement (please refer to Map 9, Infrastructure
Action Plan, on page 39) are the primary sidewalks that
lead into the downtown area from the Comb & Car-
riage/French Hill neighborhood. There are 2.5 miles
of sidewalks in this category, with an estimated cost
for the various levels of repait/rebuilding at $935,000
(including labor and materials).

When these sidewalks are in a state of disrepait, then
regardless of the condition of sidewalks elsewhete in
the neighborhood, it is less likely that residents will
choose to walk to the downtown. Additional recom-
mendations can be found regarding the streetscape ap-
proaching downtown in Section 3.4 on the Downtown
Gateway Action Plan. The section of Whitney Street
leading from Water Street to Mill Street, toward the
Whitney Field Mall, is also included in this category
since like the downtown, the mall area is an important
center of employment and commercial activity; the ex-
isting sidewalk on the west side of the street is in need
of rebuilding and there is currently no sidewalk on the
east side. The sidewalk on Mechanic Street was rebuilt
recently and is in excellent condition.

Central Core:

These are the sidewalks in the “core’ area focused on
Spruce Street and Water Street from Laurel Street to

Fighth Street, and including the Business B zoning
district at the intersection of Spruce Street and Third
Street. These sidewalks have the potential for more
pedestrian activity than many of the side streets, and
therefore should be a higher priority for improvement.
There are 2.8 miles of sidewalks in this category, with
an estimated cost for the various levels of repair/te-
building at $689,000 (including labor and materials).

Greenway Connections:

These are the sidewalks that lead from most areas of
the neighborhood to the proposed access points to the
Monoosnoc Brook Greenway at Williams Street, Third
Street, Spring Street, Sixth Street, and Bachand Field
(on Hillside Street). As will be discussed in Section 3.5
on the Greenway Action Plan, the Greenway has tre-
mendous potential for becoming a valuable recreation-
al resource for the residents of the Comb & Carriage/
French Hill neighborhood. For that to happen, how-
ever, there needs to be safe and convenient pedestrian
access to the greenway from the neighborhood. With
many of the streets in the eastern section of the neigh-
bothood without sidewalks at this time, there are safe-
ty concerns, especially for families with children and
elderly residents. Other streets in this category have
sidewalks that are in disrepait and should be improved
to allow the greatest number of residents to take full
advantage of the Greenway. There are 2.3 miles of
sidewalks in this category, with an estimated cost for
the various levels of repait/rebuilding at $886,000 (in-
cluding labor and matetials). It should be noted that if
the Monoosnoc Brook Greenway Action Plan is not
pursued for some time, the sidewalks in this category
should be included in the next category.

Other Sidewalks:

These are all the sidewalks (or streets without side-
walks) in the study area that are not included in one
of the previous three categories. Some of these seg-
ments are either missing ot in poor condition and it
may be prudent for the City to include such sections
in work plans for the higher priority categories dis-
cussed above, but generally these sidewalks/streets
can be given a lower priority. If the Greenway Action
Plan is not pursued, it would be sensible to create ad-
ditional priotity categories for this “Other Sidewalks”
category, pethaps based on degree of need and condi-
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SECTION 3

tion of sidewalks as opposed to geographical location.
For instance, there should be sidewalks to lead from
the core section of the neighborhood all the way out
Spruce Street and on Twelfth Street and Hillside Street
to provide a safe pedestrian facility to Bachand Field.
Likewise, completing the sidewalk on the north side of
Mechanic Street would improve pedestrian safety along
this busy road.

Concord Squate recommends that the Downtown
Connections be given the highest priority, and the Gre-
enway Connections categoties be given a high priority
as well, along with the Monoosnoc Brook Greenway
(to be discussed in Section 3.5).

3.4 Downtown Gateway

As mentioned earlier, Downtown Leominster is within
a half mile walk for over forty petcent of the residential
units in the Comb & Catriage/French Hill neighbor-
hood, and within a one mile walk of the rest. However,
pedestrian activity along Spruce, Water, and Mechanic
Streets leading from the neighborhood to the down-
town is minimal. This is partly due to lingering fears
and attitudes about personal safety based on the past,
and partly due to a marginally safe and unappealing
appearance of this gateway to the downtown. Issues
which Concord Square has identified contributing to
this include:

% undefined sidewalks in some locations, particularly
where the sidewalk crosses a parking lot with mini-
mal space between the street edge and the building

¢ sidewalks with inadequate vertical separation from
the street, resulting from repeated paving of a
stteet which eventually brings the street level closer
to the top of the curb

% lack of sidewalk sections, leaving a pedestrian
“abandoned”

% lack of crosswalks

% overgrown vegetation encroaching the sidewalk

% broken or heaved sections of sidewalks, cteating

trip hazards and an impediment to disabled people

% pootly defined cutb cuts into private property

% unscreened trash receptacles ot utilities (e.g. dump-

sters, HVAC units)

®,

¢ parking lots extending from the edge of the side-
walk to the edge of the back of buildings, creating
a sea of pavement broken only by the type of im-
petvious surface (concrete sidewalk, granite curb)
from one side of the street to the buildings on the
other side of the street

¢ lack of landscaping, sandy or muddy patches, some
with sparse growth of grass or weeds

All this adds up to an unpleasant walk from the neigh-
botrhood to the downtown, whether on Whitney and
Spruce Streets or Water Street. The Mechanic Street
sidewalk was tebuilt recently and is in excellent condi-
tion, although landscaping is limited — primarily pro-
vided by private property owners, some of whom have
done an excellent job of beautifying their area.

To address these issues, Concord Square has devel-
oped the Downtown Gateway Streetscape Action Plan,
which can be seen in Table 4 (page 46) and Map 11
(page 47). Please note that these recommendations are
presented in order from east to west, and not in any
priotity order.

The first and most basic recommendation is to rebuild
sidewalks which ate in poor condition, and to fill in the
areas where no sidewalk currently exists. While most
of this area has existing sidewalks, some are concrete
and some ate asphalt, and virtually all are in poor or
very poor condition. Numerous segments have buried

Figure 29: Example of an area where a flush sidewalk needs better
delineation to clearly show pedestrians and drivers where the sidewalk is.

|;1|#
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Table 4: Downtown Gateway Action Plan

Goal: To provide a more aesthetically pleasing and safer pedestrian environment along the streets leading from the Comb &
Carriage/ French Hill neighborhood to Downtown Leominster, and to create two pocket parks on the old ratlroad bed in
conjunction with the future Twin Cities Trail and Monoosnoc Brook Greenway.

1. | Repait or rebuild sidewalks along the section of Water Street from the Monoosnoc Brook bridge to Mechanic
Street.

Neatly all of the sidewalks in this area ate in need of reconstruction and many also need cutbing to
be teset. Some ateas should have sidewalks built flush with the surrounding pavement to allow
continued vehicular access to parking or loading areas.

Length of sidewalks to rebuild is 1,088 feet, with a cost estimate of $150,000 including labor and
materials (approximately $50,000 if Leominster DPW does all construction).

2. | Install new crosswalks at all intersections.

Formal pedestrian crossings ate crucial to ensure the overall pedestrian system is safe and to
encourage mote pedestrian activity through this area. The Depot Square area is in dire need of
crosswalks, given the existing 215 foot span between the sidewalk at the Summer Street intersection
and the sidewalk on the west side of Depot Square. This also includes the crosswalk on Water Street
at the Mechanic Street intersection.

Length of crosswalks depends on whether the next recommendation is implemented:
% If no, total of 340 feet of 6 foot wide crosswalks, at a cost estimate of $12,000; or
< If yes, total of 250 feet, at a cost estimate of $9,000.

3. | Reconfigure the intersection at Depot Squate to natrow the side street and create a pocket patk.

This tecommendation would help to improve pedestrian safety and the appearance of this entty to
the Gateway atea. See text for full explanation.

Cost estimates were not prepared fot this recommendation given the variability in potential designs
and details (benches, landscaping, etc.).

4. | Create a pocket park on the former railroad bridge and right-of-way between Water Street and Mechanic
Street.

If a park was created that encompassed a pedestrian walkway from Mechanic Street to Water Street
and that took advantage of the architectural beauty of the stone arch bridge over Monoosnoc Brook,
the combination of this and the pocket patk on the notth side of Water Street would provide a
wonderful entty to the Downtown Gateway at this junction of the entry to downtown, the
Monoosnoc Brook Greenway, and the Twin Cities Trail.

Cost estimates were not prepared for this recommendation given the variability in potential designs
and details (benches, landscaping, paving materials, etc.).

5. | Provide better delineation of entrances to parking lots and install stnall landscaped areas to improve the
appeatance of Water Street near Mechanic Street and to improve pedestrian safety.

To create a positive impression for dtivers and pedestrians entering the downtown from Water
Street, some well designed and well placed landscaping could help to soften the appearance of the
parking lots, utility ateas, and buildings. This would also improve safety for pedesttians by providing
a clear delineation between the pedesttian and vehicular facilities.

Cost estimates were not prepared for this recommendation given the varability in potential designs
and details (landscaping, fencing, land costs if required).
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SECTION 3

curbing which needs to be reset with sidewalk recon-
struction, to provide a better vertical separation be-
tween the sidewalk and the road. This is illustrated in
Figure 29. Several segments cross parking areas where
the sidewalk essentially disappears, leaving both drivers
and pedestrians uncertain as to who should be where
(see Figure 30). In those ateas, denoted by a dotted line
(“rebuild flush sidewalk”) on the action plan, a sidewalk
should be built that is either flush with the surrounding
pavement or that has a slight and rounded rise which
would be easily driven actross, and is constructed of or
lined with a different and contrasting material or color.
In areas with existing trees, appropriate sidewalk loca-
tion and construction techniques should be utilized to
preserve the trees, given the general lack of vegetation
in this area.

In conjunction with reconstruction of the sidewalks,
and to provide safe road crossings, new crosswalks
should be installed to clearly delineate the pedestrian

Figure 30: Example of granite curbing that has gradually been buried
in the roadway; this would be remedied with new concrete sidewalks and
elevating the curbing to provide separation.

right-of-way. If appropriate, a non-asphalt material
or stamped asphalt pattern should be used instead of
simple painted lines, to clearly differentiate the cross-
walk and to identify the area as a gateway to the down-
town, especially if the City used the same crosswalk
treatment throughout the entite downtown. Signage
warning drivers of approaching crosswalks should also
be installed, along with signage reminding drivers that
they must stop for pedestrians within the crosswalk.

Currently a pedestrian approaching Depot Square from
the east is faced with a 215 foot expanse of pavement
and dirt with no crosswalks, cleatly an unsafe condition
for pedestrians. See Figure 31; the red line indicates
this area. By reconfiguring the street and intersection,
enough land atea can be converted to create a pocket
park which would have a much better appearance and
provide a safer means of crossing this area on foot.
This would involve the incorporation of the small is-
land in the middle of the intersection into the park, as
well as the elimination of several parking spaces that
are too close to ot within the intersection on both sides
of the existing street. By expanding the existing park-
ing lot that is within the former railroad right-of-way
and painting new lines to delineate parking spaces, at
least three spaces can be relocated to this lot. Note that
the property line between the retail business and rail-
road right-of-way is the boundary of the study area.
Figure 32 (page 50) shows the existing conditions (aet-
ial image) with the proposed concept with notations
of recommended changes. Figures 33 and 34 show a
“before and after” simulation of what this new pocket
park and reconfigured intersection could look like.

Depot Square derived its name from the old railroad
depot located hete — one of the former railroad build-
ings still stands and is currently a retail establishment.
The rails have been removed from this abandoned sec-
tion of the rail line, which once ran to the adjoining
city of Fitchburg, Plans are underway to convert this
former railroad bed to a pedesttian and bicycle trail
connecting the two cities — the Twin Cities Trail. While
plans currently call for the Twin Cities Trail to begin/
end at Carter Park, it would be prudent to consider
extending it the additional 600 feet to connect Depot
Squate to Carter Park.
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The old railroad bed continues
on the opposite side of Water
Street and extends to Mechanic
Street. A stone two-arch bridge
crosses Monoosnoc Brook in
this location, and the surface of
the bridge is unpaved with some
grass and weeds growing along
the sides of a pedestrian-worn
path. Figures 35 and 36 show the
existing conditions of this bridge.
A large section of the railroad
right-of-way south of the bridge
is being used for parking, loading,
and some storage for the indus-
trial use to the east of the former
tracks — utilizing loading bays
that date back to the days when
the railroad was active. Both the
consultants for this project and
the consultants for the Gateway
City Parks Program — Monoos-
noc Brook Walk project have
recommended that this section

of abandoned right-of-way be converted into a pocket
patk. Figure 37 shows the schematic design drawing
ptepated by Brown, Richardson, and Rowe, Inc. for
the Gateway City Partks Program. This plan is precisely
what the authots of this report had anticipated for the

street level of this park.

be expanded and relined
to accomadale at least
thiee additional cars

lixisting parking spaces along
stieet to be relocated to new
street edge; two closest to
mtersection to be elimmated
i -

¥ xasting asland to be |
| neorpomted wto pask. §

lixisting parking |+
spaces within
meersection to
be removed.

) New crosswalks to
be 1nstalled.

\4.
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Figure 32: Coneeptual view of Depot Square pocket park. CSPZD’s recommendation is to reduee the
amount of pavement, close the north bound lane, eliminate on-street parking on the south-bonnd side to
allow sufficient width for two lanes of traffic, and create a park area with landscaping and benches for
people to enjoy.

While this schematic design addresses debrs and
vegetation issues under the bridge, Concord Square
also recommends that thought be given to building a
staitcase down to the river, or to a view point partway
down the slope, to allow people to see the beautiful
stone atch bridge and to enjoy the water from a closer
proximity. Space is somewhat limited, and concerns

Figure 33, Left: Existing conditions at Depot Square.
Figure 34, Right: Conceptnal view of Depot Square pocket park. CSP&ZD’s recommendation is to reduce the amonnt of pavement, close the north

-
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Figure 37: Schematic design drawing of pocket park on the former rail-
road bridge, prepared for the Gateway City Parks Program, Monoosnoc
Brook Walk project.
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for safety must come into play, but the idea should be
given consideration rather than dismissed, given the at-
chitectural asset that the bridge provides.

Creation of a patk such as this, along with the recom-
mended reconfiguration of the road and creation of a
pocket park on the north side of Water Street, would
create a wondetful entry to the Downtown Gateway, as
well as a place for people to gather. If the old railroad
station were converted to a café or informal restaurant,
the park would provide some outdoor seating space for
the warmer months, adding to the activity in the im-
mediate area and the general interest and vitality of the
broader area. Entry and wayfinding signage should also
be utilized to identify the area as one of the Down-
town Gateways, as well as provide informational and
directional signage for both the Twin Cities Trail and

the Monoosnoc Brook Gteenway extending into the
downtown. The City is fortunate to have this oppor-
tunity to create a wonderful public space that ties these
different elements together.

Proceeding further down Water Street toward Mechan-
ic Street and the downtown, pedestrians are faced with
numerous cutb cuts, and little or nothing to screen
utility areas, parking lots, or the backs of buildings on
Main Street, and on the south side of Water Street,
nothing to differentiate the parking area from the side-
walk (see Figute 38). The appearance of this stretch of
Wiater Street is unpleasant, and as the key connection
between the Comb & Carriage /French Hill neighbor-
hood, gives a negative impression of the area. To re-
verse that and create a positive impression for drivers

Figure 35: Existing conditions of the southern portion of the pocket
park recommended for the old railroad bed; this is the portion on the
stone arch bridge.
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and pedestrians, the action plan recommends that both
sidewalk/curbing and landscaping improvements be
made.

It is recommended that the City and the two banks in
this area work together to provide four areas on their
patcels where landscaping and iron fencing could be
installed. This would involve some reconfiguration of
patking lots; reduction in parking spaces should be

Figure 38 : Existing conditions of the gateway on Water Street.

-

Figure 39: Conceptual view of what the gateway to Downtown 1eomin-
ster might look like if the parking lots bebind the banks fronting on
Main Street were to be screened with a little landscaping and the side-
walks rebuilt or repaired with clearer delineation of where the sidewalks
are. As depicted in this photo, this project would require a partnership
with the property owners and some minor shifting of parking spaces in

the excisting parking lots.

limited to just a few through careful design and re-lin-
ing patking spaces. This would not screen, but would
soften the visual appearance of the existing parking
lots, utilities, and the backs of the buildings. Well main-
tained landscaping would draw the eye and greatly im-
prove the impression that drivers or pedestrians would
have passing through this area. Figure 39 shows an ex-
ample of what this area could look like if the sidewalks
were better defined with new (ot re-installed) granite
curbing and some landscaping, This sample matches
the layout shown in the action plan (Map 11), which
was designed to provide better definition of entry and
exit driveways on the two bank properties, as well as to
screen the dumpstet cutrently located in the corner of
the parking lot directly adjacent to Water Street.

3.5 Monoosnoc Greenway

Monoosnoc Brook flows through the Comb & Car-
riage/French Hill neighborhood and along the north-
eastern boundary of the study area between the neigh-
borhood and the commercial area around Whitney
Field Mall. As eatly as 1738 the brook provided power
to mills, allowing the City to prosper with business-
es such as the FA. Whitney Carriage Company. The
brook was largely ignored and abused until the late
1980%, when in 1987 The Monoosnoc Brook Gre-
enway Project (MBGP) was formed as a part of the
Nashua River Watershed Association to clean up the
garbage and debris and turn the brook into an asset.
The brook and its shores now provide habitat for fish,
herons, muskrats, white tail deet, and a variety of other
wildlife. The MBGP sponsots numerous activities in-
cluding annual clean-up events attracting up to 50 vol-
unteers, educational programs including school field
trips and an outdoor classroom, planting of spring
bulbs, an art contest, and a winter festival.

Just outside the study atea, in Downtown Leominster,
the Greenway includes patk areas and walking trails,
and with the generosity of Home Depot, a walking trail
has been established along the brook from Commer-
cial Road to Williams Street, behind the commercial
developments on the northeast side of the brook (see
Figute 40). In the upper teaches of the brook outside
the study area, there is a trail that connects to the 10
mile long Monoosnoc Ridge Trail. A small grant was
awarded by the MA Department of Fish and Game
in 2008 to identify all the property ownets along the
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Figure 40: Greenway trail behind mall.
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brook as one of the eatly steps in creating a contigu-
ous trail system. A grant from the Gateway Cities Park
Program was awarded in 2009 to develop plans for the
section of the brook in the downtown, from Adams
Street to just downstream of the old railroad bridge
off Water Street. That project is developing detailed
schematic design drawings for several parks in that
area, including the old railroad bridge in the Comb &
Carriage/French Hill neighborhood (discussed in the
ptevious section).

As this report goes to press, a joint effort of the
Leominster Patks Department, Conservation Com-
mission, and the Trustees of Reservations has pro-
duce new trail maps which include 25 miles of trails
throughout Leominster. Using color coding as well as
numerical markers on both the maps and the trails,
people can now easily follow the trails and know where
they ate on the map — very helpful for public safety
officials in locating and reaching people in need of as-
sistance. These maps are a valuable tool and will help
promote trail use throughout the city, including the
section of the Monoosnoc Brook Greenway discussed
in this report.

At the confluence of Monoosnoc Brook with the
Nashua River, just outside the study area, there are cut-
rently no formal trails. However, there is a trail proj-
ect on the Transportation Improvement Program for
the region for the Nashua River, and perhaps in the
next decade this long planned project will get under-
way. When it does, the Monoosnoc Brook Greenway
should be tied into that trail, further extending the rec-
reational opportunities for residents and visitors alike.

In order to promote pedestrian activity and to take
advantage of the opportunity the Monoosnoc Brook
Greenway provides the area, Concord Square has stud-
ied the area to consider how improvements within
the study atea can further enhance both the Greenway
and the Comb & Cartiage/French Hill neighborhood.
Table 5 (page 54) and Map 12 (page 55) detail the Mo-
noosnoc Brook Greenway Action Plan, which would
create 2 1.9 mile loop which could be accessed in nu-
merous locations, encouraging frequent use by a wide
variety of people. The total estimated cost of these
improvements would be $300,000, although if flood-
ing issues requite mote substantial bridges (estimated
at $75,000 each), the cost could be higher.

In addition to the recommendations in the action plan,
one of the first and least expensive actions should be
to petform a major clean-up of the hillside and areas
along the trail, in addition to the brook and its banks.
As discussed eatlier in this report, there are many spots
along the trail and especially the upper reaches of the
slope from the neighborhood where dumping of yard
debris and trash has occutred for decades (see Figures

Figure 41: Some trash could have hazardous materials.
= vy =
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Table 5: Monoosnoc Brook Greenway Action Plan

Goal: To exctend the Greemway path to both sides of Monoosnoc Brook to create a 1.9 mile loop trail system with access
in multiple locations for the enjoyment of neighborhood and City residents.

1. | Construct a new path from Third Street to the Greenway path, and construct a pedestrian bridge across
Monoosnoc Brook at the end of Williams Street.

To provide safe access from the west-central part of the neighborhood down to the Greenway
path, and to provide a safe facility for crossing the brook to access the shopping and
employment centers on the opposite side of the brook as well as the existing sidewalk along the
mall side of the brook.

This includes roughly 300 feet of new pathway, and including the bridge, would have an
estimated cost of $100,000.

2. | Construct 2 new path from Bachand Field to the Greenway path.

To provide safe access from this recreation area to the Greenway path, allowing alternative
modes of transportation from some sections of the neighborhood to the ball fields as well as
providing a passive recreational facility for the neighborhood and City residents to enjoy.

This includes 250 feet of new pathway at an estimated cost of $12,500.

3. | Resurface the Greenway path (existing trail over sewer lin¢) and improve path and drainage as needed.

To formalize the Greenway path and provide an even surface free of drainage problems and
other impediments. There are a few ateas of the existing pathway along the brook on the mall
side that also need resutfacing.

At 4,720 feet, the cost estimate is $72,000.

4. | Construct a pedestrian bridge across Monoosnoc Brook near the Spring Street access point, including new
pathways between the bridge and Greenway path on both sides of the brook.

To provide a safe facility for crossing the brook directly behind the mall, allowing easy access to
the employment and shopping centers in that atea from the Comb & Catriage/French Hill
neighborhood.

Including roughly 175 feet of new pathway and the bridge, the cost is estimated at $100,000.

5. | Construct a new path from Sixth Street to the Greenway path, and rehabilitate the old concrete steps in
this location.

To provide safe access from the east-central part of the neighbothood down to the Greenway
path, and to replace the upper section and repair the lower section of the existing concrete steps,
which have fallen into disrepait and ate hazardous (missing handrail, dirt filled staits, upper
section askew).

This includes roughly 200 feet of new path and repairs to the stairs, with an estimated cost of
$12,000.

6. | Install new crosswalks across Commercial Road at both ends of Greenway path.
To provide facilities to enhance the safety of pedestrians crossing Commercial Road from the
sidewalk on the east side of the road to the Greenway path on the west side of the road.

At 100 linear feet of crosswalk, with a simple painted surface, the cost estimate is $2,000.
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41 and 42). Volunteess, including neighborhood resi-
dents, local groups such as the East End Neighborhood
Association, Spanish American Center, Monoosnoc
Brook Greenway Project team (which is responsible
for the success of the 22 annual brook clean-up events
to date), school groups, scouting groups, community
service organizations, and the like can be recruited for
this work, with assistance from the City for removal of
large items (tefrigerators, old cars) and for pick-up and
disposal of all items removed from the area.

Design and engineeting work should be minimal for
this project, as the main part of the trail already ex-
ists on the sewer line, and is kept in good condition
by the City. New trails snaking down the steep slopes
from the neighborhood at the top of the hill, rehabili-
tation of the old concrete staircase, and the two pedes-

Figure 43: Path from Third Street.

trian bridges will require design work. The trail sec-
tions should be designed by a firm with experience in
trail construction to ensure they are at an appropriate
grade and will not create etosion problems ot become
hazardous with excess weat o informal “cut through”
trails. Figure 43 shows the existing informal trail from
Third Street, Figute 44 shows the upper section of the
old concrete stairs at Sixth Street which need to be re-
placed, and Figure 45 shows the lower section, which
is in reasonable condition and could be cleaned up and
repaitred.

Lighting of this section of the Monoosnoc Greenway
was considered, but at this point it is not recommended
to incur the expense to do so. Solar powered fixtures
would not be effective here given the significant tree
cover of the area, thus power would need to be run the
entire length of the trail and up each of the connector
paths. Light fixtures in a relatively remote location such
as this would be targets for vandalism, further increas-
ing costs. While it can be argued both ways whether
lighting such a facility would attract or prevent people
from congregating and potentially engaging in inap-
proptiate ot illegal behavior, a less expensive and more
effective technique is to have regular police patrols
along the trail and to encourage a high level of use by
area residents. The higher the volume of use of such
a facility, the less desirable it is for people to chose to
engage in inappropriate behavior.

Another concern raised by residents is the presence of
insects. Insects are a natural part of any stream eco-
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system,; the City should not attempt to eliminate them
and residents should not expect a bug-free environ-
ment. Instead, insect populations can be controlled by
removing the trash and debris piles, where rainwater
can accumulate in anything that holds water and be-
come breeding grounds for mosquitoes and such. Piles
of yatd debtis can also hatbor many flying insects and
should be kept to a minimum on private property and
not at all on public property. Low areas where storm
water drainage collects can be a problem, but there are
numerous ways to deal with that issue including proper
vegetation and maintenance. The City should examine
the low area between the brook and trail just down-
stream of the Spring Street access to determine what
measures should be taken to minimize mosquito popu-
lations that might be breeding there. Figure 46 shows
an informal bridge crossing an intermittent stream
leading to this low atea on the right.

If all of these rtecommendations are implemented, this
beautiful pathway would open up recreational oppor-
tunities to the neighborhood residents as well as pro-
vide pedestrian access to the shopping, services, and
employment center across the brook. Combined with
the previously discussed sidewalk improvements, the
Comb & Cartiage/French Hill neighborhood has the
potential to revive its “ahead of its time” New Utban-
ist roots and become the most walkable and one of the
most highly desirable neighborhoods in Leominster.

Figure 46: Low area and bridge.

1

3.6 Financial Analysis of Infrastructure Recom-
mendations

As was seen in Table 3, the cost estimates for the rec-
ommended infrastructure improvements vary wide-
ly, from $1.7 million to $8.1 million, depending on
whether the City utilizes theit own DPW for labotr
and on which data source is used for cost estimates
(MassHighway or VT' AOT). Concord Square pet-
formed a financial analysis of the tecommended ac-
tions to determine whether they are feasible and what
the long range impact might be on the neighborhood
and the City.

Table 6 presents an analysis of the potential increases
in property values if all the recommendations in the ac-
tion plans are implemented. These increases are based
on both improvements to the public sector infrastruc-
ture and improvements made by property owners to
their own ptivate property.

It is assumed that the City’s commitment to make and
then carry out the public improvements will substan-
tially change the perception of the neighborhood in
a positive way. It will become a more attractive and
desirable place to live. The installation of curbs and
the improvements to sidewalks will stimulate new
landscaping at the street edges of people’s properties.
The mud and ruts that currently predominate because
of the lack of curbs will be replaced by grass, flowers
and other plantings — all as a result of private initiative
and private investment. There will be increased rec-
reational opportunities along the Monoosnoc Brook,
and there will be more park areas. These improve-
ments will be self-reinforcing, such that the more
things look better, the more people will want to make
theit own conttibution by improving the appearance
of their own property. People will also be more will-
ing to make investments inside their homes to improve
kitchens, bathrooms, heating and air conditioning sys-
tems — even to add additions to their properties. They
are more likely to paint, add decorative fences or shut-
ters and in general improve the appearance of their
properties. Thus the catrying out of the program will
stimulate private investment that would otherwise not
occut.

The analysis in Table 6 has been prepared in order to
make an estimate of the potential amount of such im-
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Table 6 - Potential Property Value Incteases & Tax Revenue Generation

Private Sector Improvements

Improved
Units @  Investment ‘Total
# Properties  # Units 50.0% Per Unit Investment
Residential Uses 565 1,673
Single Family 215 215 107.5 $20,000 $2,150,000
Two Family 154 308 154 $15,000 $2,310,000
Multifamily, incl boarding house 196 1,150 575 $10,000 $5,750,000

Total New Investment:

$ 10,210,000

provements, and to estimate the impact on property
tax assessments and propetty tax receipts over a pe-
riod of time. The neighborhood has 565 residential
properties which contain 1,673 dwelling units. It s
assumed that that over a five year period, directly as a
result of the increased confidence in the neighborhood
stemming from the public investment, the owners of
one half of the properties will make improvements to
them, using theitr own private funds. We have estimat-
ed that the average amount of investment per home
would be § 20,000 for each of the single family homes
that is improved; the average amount for each unit in
a two family home would be $15,000; and the aver-
age amount for all other apartments would be $10,000.
This would result in total new ptivate investment of
$10.2 million by property owners. Keeping in mind

Equals increase in Property Values of: 85.0% $8,678,500
Property Tax Rate (FY09, assume no change) $12.03
Increase in Property Taxes from Private Sector Improvements: $104,402
Public Sector Improvements
Total Assessed value, all residential propetties: $ 155,738,500
Assume all propetties increase in value over 5 years by: 5.0%
Increase in Value over 5 years: $7,786,925
Propetty Tax Rate (FY09, assume no change) $12.03
Increase in Property Tax by Public Sector Improvements: $93,677
Summa
Increase in Property Tax Collections from Private Sector Improvements: $104,402
Increase in Property Tax by Public Sector Improvements: $93,677
Increased Property Tax Revenues: $198,079

that only half of the properties will see improvements
at all, it is probable that some owners would invest
significantly mote in their property than the average
amounts given in the table, while others will invest less.
Further, it is assumed that only 85% of the value of the
total investments would ultimately result in increases in
assessed values for the properties. This would result in
an increase in the assessed value for the neighborhood
of $8.7 million. Applying the FY09 tax rate of $12.03
yields a potential increase in tax revenues directly re-
sulting from these individual property improvements
of $104,400. This amount would build as the neigh-
borhood improves, and would reach this level towards
the end of the five years.
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In addition, it is likely that the overall package of im-
provements — the $3,000,000 paid for by the public,
plus the $10,000,000 paid for from private investment
funds — will inctease the desirability of the neighbor-
hood substantially, and that this will result, over time,
in an increase in property values for all properties.

For purposes of this analysis, it has been assumed that
there would be a general increase in property values of
5%. This figure is at the lower end of the likely range
of from 3 to 10 percent. Applying a 5% increase to
the overall property value of residential structures of
$155.7 million (as of December 2008, for the 2009 fis-
cal year and based on calendar year 2007 arms length
sales), the increase in value expected over five years is
$7.8 million. This would yield an increase in property
tax revenues of $93,700 annually, towards the end of
the five year petiod (again assuming the FY 09 tax rate
of $12.03).

If this amount is combined with the increase in tax
tevenues from private sector property improvements,
the City could receive an increase in tax revenues from
this neighborhood of $198,000.

Concord Square also performed an analysis of the
costs and potential sources of funding for the infra-
structure improvements. Table 7 shows a breakdown
of the total costs which are estimated at §3 million,
including design, engineeting, and contingency funds.
Concord Squate believes that the benefit of the various
infrastructure projects will make a significant contribu-
tion to the neighbothood primarily after they are all
completed and the pedestrian system allows a resident
to safely and comfortably walk to the Downtown, the
Whitney Fields Mall and surrounding commercial area,
and the Monoosnoc Brook Gteenway. As pointed out
eatlier in the report, it is not realistic to complete all the
wotk in one year, especially if the City’s DPW will be
doing much of the construction. Therefore, Concord
Squate recommends that the entire set of recommen-
dations presented in the three action plans (neighbor-
hood infrastructure, downtown gateway, and Monoos-
noc Brook Greenway) be planned for a three to five
year implementation time frame.

However, Concord Square also recommends that the
funding be obtained up front to the maximum extent
feasible, and materials such as granite curbing be pur-

chased and stockpiled to take advantage of volume
ptices — provided there is adequate space for stockpil-
ing.

Table 7 also presents a funding proposal, which sug-
gests an equal cost sharing between the City and the
state or other sources. The City would pay for ap-
proximately $1,500,000 out of the total needed of
$3,000,000. If the City wete to raise the $1,500,000
through a bond issue with a 25 year term and a 3.95%
interest rate, the annual cost would be $94,500. This
cost can be expected to be offset by the increase in
property values and increased property tax payments,
which, as set forth above, ate estimated at $198,000.
Therefore, based on these assumptions, the City would
have a net increase in revenues of approximately
$103,500 per year.

It is impottant to note that the increased costs for the
debt service would take place early in the process, and
the increased tax revenues would come only with time,
over a three to seven year petiod, but would then con-
tinue indefinitely. And it is also important to note that
the analysis is not necessarily predicting that actual rev-
enues would increase by the amounts shown, only that
they would likely be $200,000 higher than they would
have been if the public improvements were not done.
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Total Cost of Neighborhood Infrastructure Improvements:

Curbs and Sidewalks

Pocket Parks

Monoosnoc Upgrades
Landscaping and Street Trees

Funding Proposal

Design and Engineeting @ 4.0%
Contingency @ 10.0%
Miscellaneous

City Share - Bonding

State / Other

Total Soutces of Funds

Cost of City Bonding - 25 years

Bond Amount

Interest Rate 3.95%
Amortization 2.35%
Annual Debt Service: 6.30%

Summary, City Costs

Increase in Property Taxes
Less Debt Service

Net Benefit to City per year:

Table 7 - Financial Analysis of Costs and Funding

$2,000,000
200,000
300,000
75,000
103,000
267,800
54,200

$3,000,000

$1,500,000

1,500,000

$3,000,000

$1,500,000

$94,500

$198,079
($94.500)

$103,579
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SECTION 4

4 ZONING REVIEW

A review of the cutrent and proposed zoning was
completed, which included an analysis of the existing
property configurations and uses within the Comb &
Carriage /French Hill neighborhood. This Section sets
forth the findings of that review and analysis as well as
the consultant’s recommendations for possible modifi-
cations to the proposed zoning and amendments to the
existing zoning. This analysis was provided to the City
in eartly June, and after reviewing it with their Zoning
Consultants (Vanasse Hangen Brustlin, Inc.), both the
City and VHB are planning on modifications to the
proposed zoning amendments as they move through
the adoption process.

Figure 47 shows the existing zoning for the neighbor-
hood. There are five districts within the neighborhood:
Residential B, Residential C, Business B, Commercial,
and Industrial.

Figure 47: Zoning Map

Map 13 (page 65) shows the current land use along
with the zoning There are, according to City Asses-
sor records, 215 single family, 154 two family, and 196
multi-family propetties with a total of 1,673 dwelling
units. For non-residential propetties, thete are 27 in
commercial use, 22 industrial, 7 institutional, 3 park-
ing lots, 41 municipal owned lots, including those along
Monoosnoc Brook, and 43 vacant (privately owned)
parcels. Parcel distribution among the five zoning dis-
tricts 1s: 210 in the Residence-B district, 361 in the Res-
idence-B district, 29 in the Business-B district, 16 in the
Commercial district, and 88 in the Industrial District.

4.1 Existing Zoning

In addition to a general review of the permitted uses,
Concord Squate examined the dimensional require-
ments to determine if modifications would be appro-
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GATEWAY PLUS ACTION PLAN

Figure 48 Undersized residential parcels.
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ptiate to address a comment made at the neighborhood
meeting on April 29 which implied the current regu-
lations inhibit infill development. CSP&D’s research
finds that there are a substantial number of undersized
lots in the two residential districts within the neighbor-
hood, totaling 62% of the residential (492) or vacant
(9) patcels (see Figure 48).

However, this is not that significant for modifications
to existing structutes, since the zoning ordinance is
quite lenient in dealing with new construction on un-
dersized lots of record as well as conversions of single
family structures to 2 family or multi-family structures.
Section 22-10.1 permits use of a recorded lot with any
use permitted in the district provided the lot is at least
5,000 sf, has at least 50 feet of frontage, and side set-
backs are at least 8 feet. This would allow construction
of new single family residences on lots of at least 5,000
squate feet that are either currently vacant or are occu-

pied with structures destined to be demolished.

Section 22-12.3 permits extensions and alterations
of existing structures on nonconforming lots with-
out need for a special permit in all cases except when
the proposed extension encroaches the required set-
backs. This includes the conversion of single family
structures to two family or multi-family. Since the use
table permits conversions of single family structures
to multi-family with an unlimited number of units, the
addition of dwelling units in and of itself does not
create a zoning conformance issue. This only applies to
the conversion of single family structures; the addition
of a dwelling unit to an existing two family or multi-
family structure would not be permitted.

Concord Squate has concluded there is a significant
problem for the construction of new multi-family
structures as infill. New construction of two family
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